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Abstract.	 In	 an	 age	 defined	 by	 computational	 innovation,	 testing	 seems	 to	 have	 become	
ubiquitous,	and	tests	are	routinely	deployed	as	a	form	of	governance,	a	marketing	device,	an	
instrument	for	political	intervention,	and	an	everyday	practice	to	evaluate	the	self.	This	essay	
argues	 that	 something	more	 radical	 is	 happening	 here	 than	 simply	 attempts	 to	move	 tests	
from	 the	 laboratory	 into	 social	 settings.	 The	 challenge	 that	 a	 new	 sociology	 of	 testing	must	
address	 is	 that	 ubiquitous	 testing	 changes	 the	 relations	 between	 science,	 engineering	 and	
sociology:	 Engineering	 is	 today	 in	 the	 very	 stuff	 of	where	 society	happens.	 It	 is	 not	 that	 the	
tests	of	21st	Century	engineering	occur	within	a	social	context	but	that	 it	 is	the	very	fabric	of	
the	social	that	is	being	put	to	the	test.	To	understand	how	testing	and	the	social	relate	today,	
we	 must	 investigate	 how	 testing	 operates	 on	 social	 life,	 through	 the	 modification	 of	 its	
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25	The	notion	can	be	found	in	John	Dewey’s	emphasis	that	inquiry	–	discovery	–	happens	in	‘troubled,	
perplexing,	trying	situations’	(Dewey	1998:	140).		For	Mische	and	White	(1988),	a	‘situation’	is	a	special	
kind	of	setting,	defined	by	them	as	‘problematic,	[..]	episodes	that	cast	our	prescribed	roles	and	
trajectories	into	question’	(697).	For	more	on	Dewey’s	notion	of	inquiry	see	Stark	(2011:	2-9);	on	
methodological	situationalism	see	Stark	(2017	and	2011:.32,	185-6).		Formilan	and	Stark	(this	volume)	
examine	critical	moments	in	which	electronic	music	artists	probe	and	test	identities.					
27	
inflected	by	exogenous,	interested	agencies,	like	engineering,	or	'strategic	niche	
management',	or	experimental	governance.	
	
The	second	question	the	new	sociology	of	testing	will	need	to	address	concerns	the	
concept	of	proxy	that	has	been	so	important	in	STS	studies	of	testing.	In	Trevor	Pinch’s	
canonical	paper	(Pinch	1993;	see	also	Downer	2007),	testing	is	centrally	concerend	
with	a	problem	of	representation.	In	his	account,	engineering	tests	are	a	‘proxy’	that	
stands	for	something	‘out	there’	in	the	world.	But	in	real-world	testing,	the	focus	is	not	
on	the	creation	of	dedicated,	controllable	test	environments	away	from	society,	but	on	
the	modification	of	‘real-world’	settings	in	society.	If	the	test	setting	(as	we	argued	
above)	is	no	longer	spatially	and	temporally	separate	from	the	environment	in	society,	
does	this	notion	of	proxy	still	apply?	It	seems	clear	that	the	problem	of	the	proxy	−	the	
problem	of	reference	−	is	not	going	to	go	away,	even	as	engineering	approaches	to	
knowing	society	are	increasingly	prominent	today.	But	it	might	mean	that	the	new	
forms	of	testing	are	neither	proxies	that	are	from	the	outset	designed	to	stand	for	
something	'in	society'	nor	critical	moments	that	already	stand	out	as	specific	situations	
as	part	of	these	situations.	Testing	situations	will	have	to	be	analysed	as	unfolding	
across	settings.	
	
Thirdly	and	finally,	it	seems	likely	to	us	that	the	study	of	testing	in	society	will	confront	
sociologists	with	a	choice:	what	position	should	we	as	sociologists	take	on	the	new	
forms	of	testing	and	the	engineering	of	the	social?	We	might	be	tempted	to	conclude	
that	the	very	features	that	make	real-world	test	environments	attractive	from	the	
standpoint	of	social	engineering	-	the	possiblity	to	impact	society	through	the	creation	
of	testing	environments		–	is	what	renders	these	environments	utterly	unsuitable	as	a	
site	of	enquiry	for	sociology.	It	signals	that	insofar	as	‘social	life’	can	be	said	to	occur	in	
test	environments,	it	is	inauthentic,	an	artefact	of	engineering.	It	is	true	that	what	goes	
on	in	test	environments	is	not	representative	of	all	of	society.	But	we	misunderstand	
test	environments	in	society	if	we	approach	them	in	‘proxy’	mode	(if	we	consider	them	
from	the	standpoint	of	the	field	test,	and	view	it	as	a	bastard	version	of	the	controlled	
experiment,	and	end	up	saying:	‘this	is	not	society,	society	is	over	there’).	Today’s	test	
environments	are	key	sites	where	forms	of	life,	forms	of	experience	are	defined,	
contested,	and	indeed,	tested	today.	
	
What,	then,	is	the	other	option?	A	sociology	of	testing	could	make	it	its	purpose	to	
specify	the	new	methodologies	of	social	engineering	from	a	critical,	re-constructive	
perspective	(Entwhistle	and	Slater	2019;	Marres,	Guggenheim	and	Wilkie	2018).	Such	
an	approach	would	not	go	along	with	narrow	framings	of	the	object	and	objectives	
28	
written	into	testing	settings:	social	life	does	not	just	unfold	inside	the	test	environment	
(what	is	trust	on	Facebook?),	the	test	environment	is	very	much	part	of	it	(we	should	
ask:	what	does	trust	become	on	Facebook?).	Tests	do	much	more	than	reveal	the	
properties	of	environments	and	phenomena	unfolding	inside	them,	tests	operate	on	
social	relations,	they	may	reveal	capacities	and	be	deployed	to	hide	them.	‘Testing’	is	
then	the	name	of	a	fundamental	social	effect,	to	be	specified	by	the	new	sociology	of	
testing.	This	is	what	defines	situations	sociologically	speaking	-	that	they	are	testing.	
But,	whatever	the	answers	to	our	three	questions	above,	one	thing	seems	clear	to	us:	
It	is	in	addressing	these	and	similar	theoretical	and	empirical	challenges	that	sociology	
faces	a	critical	moment	in	which	it	is	put	to	the	test.		
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